Australian psychiatrists today: proud of their profession but stressed and apprehensive about the future.
To examine the levels of satisfaction and stress of Australian psychiatrists. A survey was mailed in December 2002 to all Fellows of the Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists residing in Australia; 1039 out of 2059 (50%) returned the questionnaire. The large majority of respondents (79%) were proud of being a psychiatrist. Most (88%) reported being satisfied with their work. Reasons for dissatisfaction varied between public and private psychiatrists. Private psychiatrists nominated litigation/indemnity issues as the most frequent (69%) while the most common for public psychiatrists was lack of beds (47%). The main reason for satisfaction was helping patients get better (72%). Sixty-two percent found their work in the previous 12 months to be stressful. Dissatisfied psychiatrists were 11 times as likely to report being stressed as those satisfied. In the previous 12 months, 34% reported having had a threat of legal action, 39% had to answer a formal complaint, 67% had been verbally or physically abused by patients or relatives and 29% had patients who had suicided. Overall, psychiatrists were more pessimistic about the future than optimistic and 15% said they would not do psychiatry again. There were few differences according to state of origin or type of practice. However, females differed from males in several areas. Helping patients was reported as the main source of satisfaction for Australian psychiatrists while not being able to provide the best care for patients was described as one of the main reasons for dissatisfaction. Although most Australian psychiatrists are satisfied and proud of their profession, they are stressed and often experience verbal or physical abuse and threats of legal action and complaints. They are apprehensive about the future. The increasing number of females in the profession, their higher levels of stress and dissatisfaction, and other differences from males must be taken into account as the profession reshapes its future. There is a need for regular surveys of this kind.